







Ethical Aspects of Health and 
Wellbeing of Young Elite Athletes
Conceptual and Normative Issues
Abstract
Sport and physical activities offer a sensitive environment where the values of humanity, 
human rights, empathy and fair play come to the fore. However, at the same time the com-
petition nature of sport and the interest of winning at any cost represent a risks of harm, 
especially for young preadolescent athletes. Therefore, the need arises to identify the main 
ethical conceptual and normative issues of the top youth sport. Our critical review of pos-
sible risk factors and empirical findings of semi-structured in-depth interviews with four 
top-level gymnastics’ coaches showed that achievements of children in sport are the result 
of multiple factors driven by the main force of the ethics of maximum behind. Gymnasts’ 
intrinsic motivation, pleasure to sport, persistent hard work, start at early age, and the role 
of parents are essential for success. However, the morality of the coach as a reflection of 








Sports	 and	 physical	 activities	 can	 offer	 a	 very	 encouraging	 and	 beneficial	
environment	where	the	values	of	humanity,	human	rights,	empathy	and	fair	
play	come	into	the	fore.	Nevertheless,	McNamee	emphasised	that	children’s	
rights	are	one	of	 the	most	 important	ethical	 issues	 in	 the	 field	of	 top-level	



























Zagorac	 emphasised	 that	 sport	 as	 an	 intersection	of	 historical,	 culturologi-
cal,	 political	 and	 social	 flows	 tries	 to	 find	a	balance	between	dilemmas	of	
individual	and	collective,	private	and	public,	 recreational	and	professional,	
between	 pain	 and	 happiness,	 success	 and	 failure,	 and	 between	 ceremony,	
ritual	and	play.5	Following	this	perspective,	we	can	argue	that	sport,	like	any	
physical	activity,	regardless	their	intensity	or	competitivity,	represents	on	one	
side	 the	 area	 of	 human	 activity	with	 an	 ideal	 values	 such	 as	 fairness,	 jus-
tice,	equal	opportunities,	respect	among	performers,	winning	and	losing	with	
dignity,	 and	as	 such	promotes	 the	 excellence	of	 the	virtues	of	humankind.	
Beside	those	positive	effects,	sport,	particularly	in	its	competitive	forms,	can	
represent	the	environment	of	risk	for	child’s	health	and	development.	In	such	
an	environment	of	upbringing,	young	athletes	may	 face	 a	negative	 experi-
ence	without	taking	into	consideration	their	integrity,	developmental	or	health	
needs.6	Loland	claims	that	all	these	positive	values	turn	in	the	negative	direc-





addressed	dual	 loyalty	and	 the	conflict	of	 interest	 that	 they	encounter	with	
physicians	in	sports	medicine:
“Though	responsible	for	the	medical	care	of	the	athletes	as	individuals,	they	also	have	obliga-






petition.	 In	 sports	history,	numerous	examples	 reveal	 the	 regret	of	athletes	
when	they	were	seriously	injured,	when	they	severely	damaged	their	health	
and	couldn’t	continue	their	sports	career.	At	that	point,	all	their	sense	of	life	
dedicated	 to	 a	 single	 path	 with	 all	 the	 accompanying	 sacrifices	 to	 achieve	
results,	 success,	 and	 glory	 are	 seen	 in	 a	 broader,	 longer-view	 perspective.	
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womenʼs	 artistic	 gymnastics.	 This	 point	 of	
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Elena	Mukhina	very	clearly	and	directly	stated	what	Hanson14	describes	as	
physicians	doping	athletes	 as	 a	 consequence	of	not	making	health	 a	prior-
ity.	Whenever	 sports	 physicians	give	 a	pain	 injection	 so	 that	 athlete	 could	
perform	with	an	injured	body,	the	damage	accumulates.	In	the	opposite	situ-
ation,	Hanson	claims,15	 the	physician	should	or	perhaps	even	must	 impose	
on	athletes	 in	 the	middle	of	competition	not	 to	 take	actions	that	may	leave	
them	open	to	(re)injury.	If	such	decision	is	made	in	priority	of	the	athlete’s	






















































Ethical principles and normative 
issues of the elite youth sport
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The	 adults,	 such	 as	 spectators,	 sports	 federations,	 clubs	 and	 coaches	 have	
all	 the	means	in	 their	hands	and	manage	the	development	of	sports	culture	
and	career	of	athletes.	In	the	example	presented	earlier,	considering	a	Soviet	
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we	need	to	explain	in	the	combination	of	different	factors.	Previous	studies	




●	 Cooperation and close communication with the coach:	manipulation,	lack	
of	or	one-way	communication,	and	other	inappropriate	forms	of	relation-
ship	with	an	athlete,	all	increase	the	risk;51




●	 Role of parents:	achievement	through	an	intermediary	and	transfer	of	wish-
es	and	unrealised	ambitions	from	adults	(e.g.	parents,	coaches)	on	the	child	
increase	the	risk;53
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stressed	 that	 evidence	 of	 such	 tests	 has	 not	 yet	 been	 proven.	 Irrespective,	
more	than	a	thousand	parents	and	coaches	have	already	used	it.	Genetic	test-


































ships	between	 the	coach	and	 the	athlete.	Such	a	 relationship	 is,	according	
to	Medveš,	always	a	reflection	of	the	social	relations	of	a	particular	society	
and	relationships	within	it,	and	as	such	represents	a	means	for	the	realisa-








and	 adolescence,	 the	 child	 is	 included	 in	 a	 unique	 and	highly	 consistent,	
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subordinate	 and	 specific	 system	of	 sports	 training	 and	 life.	 The	 question	
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of	 manifested	 conversations.67	 All	 data	 collection	 procedure	 respected	 the	









































































the	 Olympic	 Performance	 in	 Women’s	 Ar-
tistic	 Gymnastics	 during	 the	 Period	 1972–
1988”,	 in:	 Celia	 H.	 Brackenridge,	 Daniel	
Rhind	 (eds.), elite Child Athlete Welfare. 
International perspectives,	 Brunel	 Univer-
sity,	London	2010,	pp.	118–126;	 Joca	Zurc,	
“Ustvarjanje	 vrhunskega	 dosežka	 –	 med	




vanje v interdisciplinarni perspektivi,	Inštitut	








World	 Medical	 Association	 (WMA),	 “De-
claration	 of	 Helsinki.	 Ethical	 Principles	 for	
Medical	 Research	 Involving	 Human	 Sub-










Škerbić	 (ed.),	 1st International Conference 
ethics, Bioethics and Sport,	p.	38.
SYNTHESIS	PHILOSOPHICA	
68	(2/2019)	pp.	(341–358)





































age	 of	 five	 and	 seven.	At	 the	 age	 of	 ten,	most	 of	 the	 best	 gymnasts	 have	
already	been	included	in	the	professional	training	of	the	elite	sport.71	Con-
sequently,	 this	phenomenon	 turned	women’s	artistic	gymnastics	 into	some	










et al.73	Ten	years	 later,	 at	 the	1976	Olympic	Games	 in	Montreal,	14-year-
olds	Nadia	Comăneci	and	Nellie	Kim	stepped	into	the	foreground.	They	per-
formed	incredible	gymnastics	exercises	with	an	unbelievable	scope	of	skills	
and	knowledge	at	such	a	young	age	for	 that	 time.	 In	 the	1980s,	 the	age	of	
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competitors	and	winners	of	the	biggest	international	women’s	artistic	gym-
nastics	 competitions	 still	 dangerously	 decreased.	 For	 example,	 Romanian	
gymnasts	Daniela	Silivaş	who	was	awarded	for	her	excellent	performance	
at	the	1988	Olympic	Games	in	Seoul	with	incredible	seven	perfect	tens,	was	






sional	sport	 in	very	early	years,	 followed	by	an	intense	engagement	at	 the	
















Furthermore,	 the role of parents was	 reflected	 through	 team	 collaboration	
among	the	trio	of	coach	–	athlete	–	parent	as	expressed	in	the	interviews	with	
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M.	Léglise,	The protection of Young people 
Involved in High-level Sport.
73
D.	 J.	 Caine,	 K.	 Russell,	 L.	 Lim,	Handbook 
of Sports Medicine and Science. Gymnastics,	
pp.	17–27.
74






































































Etički aspekti zdravlja i dobrobiti mladih elitnih atletičara
Koncepcijski i normativni problemi
Sažetak
Sport i fizička aktivnost nude osjetljivo okruženje u kojemu se ističu vrijednosti čovječnosti, 
ljudskih prava, empatije i ferpleja. Međutim, istovremeno natjecateljska priroda sporta i inte-
res za pobjeđivanje pod svaku cijenu predstavlja rizik škodljivosti, posebno za mlade predado-
lescentske sportaše. Stoga se javlja potreba za utvrđivanjem glavnih etičkih koncepcijskih i 
normativnih problema u vrhunskom sportu mladih. Naš kritički pregled mogućih faktora rizika 
i empirijskih pronalazaka u djelomično strukturiranim dubinskim intervjuima s četiri vrhun-
ska trenera gimnastike pokazala su da su uspjesi djece u sportu rezultat višestrukih faktora 
poticanih glavnom silom etike maksimuma. Intrinzična motivacija gimnastičara, zadovoljstvo 
bavljenje sportom, ustrajni predan rad, rani početak i uloga roditelja ključni su za uspjeh. Me-






Ethische Aspekte der Gesundheit und des Wohlbefindens junger Elitesportler
Konzeptionelle und normative Fragen
Zusammenfassung
ein Kind gemäß den hohen ethischen Grundsätzen aufzuziehen ist das Ziel jeglicher erziehung 
und erwartung eines jeden elternteils. Sport und körperliche Aktivitäten bieten ein sensibles 
Umfeld, in dem die Werte der Menschlichkeit, Menschenrechte, empathie und des Fair play 
in den Vordergrund rücken. Gleichzeitig stellen aber die Wettbewerbsnatur des Sports und das 
Interesse, um jeden preis zu gewinnen, ein Schadensrisiko dar, namentlich für junge vorado-
leszente Sportler. Daher besteht die Notwendigkeit, die wichtigsten ethischen konzeptionellen 
und normativen probleme des Spitzensports bei Jugendlichen zu identifizieren. Unsere kritische 
Überprüfung möglicher Risikofaktoren und der empirischen Befunde der halbstrukturierten 
Tiefeninterviews mit vier Spitzenturnen-Trainern zeigte, dass die Leistungen von Kindern im 
Sport das ergebnis mehrerer Faktoren sind, die von der dahinter liegenden Hauptkraft der 
ethik des Maximums getrieben werden. Die intrinsische Motivation der Turner, die Freude am 
Sport, die anhaltende harte Arbeit, der Start im frühen Alter und die Rolle der eltern sind 
ausschlaggebend für den erfolg. Die Moralität des Trainers als Spiegelbild gesellschaftlicher 






J.	 Zurc,	 Ethical	 Aspects	 of	 Health	 and	
Wellbeing	of	Young	Elite	Athletes358
Joca Zurc
Les aspects éthiques de la santé et du bien-être chez les jeunes athlètes d’élite
Problèmes conceptuels et normatifs
Résumé
Élever un enfant en accord avec des normes éthiques rigoureuses est l’objectif de toute éduca-
tion et de chaque parent. Le sport et les activités physiques offrent un environnement sensible 
où les valeurs humaines, les droits humains, l’empathie et le fair-play sont mis au premier plan. 
Cependant, la nature compétitive du sport et l’intérêt pour une victoire à n’importe quel prix 
présentent un risque de préjudice, spécialement pour les jeunes athlètes préadolescents. Ainsi 
émerge le besoin d’identifier les conceptions éthiques majeures et les problèmes normatifs dans 
le sport de haut niveau chez les jeunes. Notre examen critique des possibles facteurs à risques et 
les résultats empiriques des entretiens semi-structurés et approfondis réalisés auprès de quatre 
entraîneurs de gymnastes de haut niveau ont montré que la réussite des enfants dans le sport 
est le résultat de multiples facteurs qui découlent de la principale force de l’éthique à conduire 
le sportif à son maximum. La motivation intrinsèque des gymnastes, la plaisir du sport, le tra-
vail assidu, les débuts à un âge précoce et le rôle des parents sont essentiels pour le succès. 
Cependant, la morale de l’entraîneur comme reflet des valeurs de la société devrait à l’avenir 
être considérée avec soin.
Mots-clés
éthique	 du	 sport,	 développement	 du	 talent,	 exploitation	 des	 enfants,	 gymnastique	 artistique,	 Jeux	
olympiques	de	la	jeunesse,	éthique	de	la	société,	étude	qualitative
